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Developmental Reading and Content Area Reading:
Partners or Competitors in Secondary Education?
Gerald G. Duffy
Michigan State University
Barbara Jacoby
Ingham Intermediate School District
Two recent events indicate that secondary reading is at a turning point in Michigan. First, the State Board of Education
has proposed a teacher certification
change which would require all secondary
teachers to take courses in the teaching of
reading. Second, various professional
groups are considering or have already
adopted policy statements supporting the
teaching of reading in the secondary
school.
Both events indicate that the longawaited acceptance of secondary school
reading is near at hand in Michigan and
that soon the reading profession will be
asked to recommend a comprehensive
plan for secondary school reading. The
only problem is that the reading profession itself demonstrates little agreement
as to what that plan should be.
The difficulty lies with an apparent
conflict between those who argue for
developmental reading at the secondary
level and those who argue for content
area reading. While these two groups
have much in common, they are projecting an image of conflict; either it must
be a developmental reading model or it
must be a content reading model with
neither group proposing a compromise.
If the reading profession is to seize the
current opportunity to move secondary
reading forward in Michigan, we must
unite and project a consistent image regarding what a comprehensive secondary
school reading program ought to be. In
hopes of starting a process which will
ultimately result in a compromise, we
present the two positions here and propose a model for secondary reading which
emphasizes a partnership between developmental and content area reading.
What are the two positions?
The disagreement between the two
groups revolves around (1) whether
secondary school reading should emphasize the processes of reading or the subject matter of the content and (2) whether

readjng skills can be transferred from
reading classes to content classes or must
be learned within the context of the
content itself.
The developmental reading group bases
their argument on the following assumptions:
1. reading can best be presented as an
interrelated set of skills which can
be taught sequentially and then
applied in context;
2. while the lower level skills (such as
word recognition) are normally
learned in the elementary school,
higher level skills of comprehension,
study, rate and literary understanding need to be introduced and
learned in the middle and high
school;
3. while some secondary school students will learn these higher level
skills without assistance, more than
half of the population will need
direct reading instruction in these
skills if they are to be learned; and
4. such instruction should be presented
in a regularly scheduled class by a
trained reading or language arts
teacher who understands the reading process, can teach the skills and
can guide students in applying the
skills in connected text.
Clearly, the proponents of developmental reading emphasize reading per se
and argue that reading skills can be transferred to context if direct instruction is
provided to help students make this transfer. The proponents of content area reading, however, take a slightly different
position, as follows:
1. sequential reading skill instruction
can be terminated at the completion
of the elementary ·school except for
those students who are severely
disabled;
2. secondary reading should emphasize the unique ideas, features, structures and cognitive patterns associ86

ated with the particular content
being studied;
3. reading skills per se should not be
taught except as they are needed to
obtain specific meaning from the
content itself; and
4. instruction in such skills should be
provided by the content teacher
who understands the structure of
the content, the unique reading
demands it places upon students
and the purpose of the skill as it
relates to the particular selection
being read.
While the proponents of this position
argue that content area reading is just as
"developmental" as developmental reading in the sense that ability develops
gradually, the emphasis is nevertheless
clearly different. The focus . is on understanding the content itself as it emerges
from the textbook rather than on a
sequential development of reading skills
which are first taught and are then applied
in content material.
Points of agreement and disagreement
While the two positions reflect different emphases, there IS substantial
agreement. Both sides agree that reading
must be taught in the secondary schools,
both agree that reading skills must be
applied in content area materials and
both agree that the content area teacher
is the ultimate key in insuring that reading skills are refined and used effectively.
The difference between the two groups
lies with the definition of the word
"reading." For the developmentalists,
"reading" means the skills and abilities
associated with the reading process and
with learning to read. For the content
proponents, "reading" means the act of
interpreting print in order to learn the
content. As such, the developmental
model views the content area teacher as
an "applier" - as one who helps students
apply skills taught elsewhere; the content
area model sees the content teacher as a
teacher of reading - teaching students
how to successfully read the required
textual materials.
A Suggested Compromise '
The differences noted above virtually
cry out for compromise. After all, "reading" does not preclude either of the two
definitions. There ARE ordered reading
skills that should be taught after the

elementary school and there ARE content-specific patterns and skills associated
with particular subject matter areas.
Shouldn't we teach both?
Our answer would be, "Yes." Further,
we would suggest the following steps in
building a comprehensive model which
draws upon both developmental reading
and content area reading:
1. the skills of reading (particularly
comprehension, study, rate and
literary understandings) which are
NOT normally taught in the elementary school should be identified;
2. middle and high school students
who are not independently learning
and using these skills should be
identified;
3. middle and high school English
teachers and/ or reading teachers
should provide direct developmental
instruction in these skills for the
students who need it;
4. such instruction should include
guided assistance in transferring the
skill to content materials;
5. content area teachers should similarly be charged with guiding student application of developmental
reading skills; and
6. content area teachers should also
analyze their reading materials and
teach students to interpret the
unique patterns of the content and
to make more sophisticated use of
the comprehension, study, rate and
literary skills introduced in the
developmental reading program.
This compromise model is displayed
in Figure 1. As shown, both the teacher
of developmental reading AND the teacher of content have important roles to
play. Further, the model capitalizes on
both the advantages of the direct, sequential reading skill instruction associated
with developmental reading and the more
indirect, content-specific instruction associated with content area reading while
simultaneously placing a dual emphasis
on the crucial matter of transfer.
Conclusion
We are at a critical time in our attempt
to make secondary reading a reality and
we cannot afford to be indecisive and
divided about what should be done. The
secondary reading professionals of the
87 .

reading. Only then will we produce the
comprehensive plan for secondary school
reading which we need to meet the swiftly
developing events in Michigan.

state must initiate a dialogue which will
eliminate the sense of dissonance and
competition which currently surfaces at
times, replacing it with a partnership
between developmental and content area
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